Seventeenth Sunday Ordinary Time, Cycle C
Genesis 18:20-32

Colossians 2:12-14

Luke 11:1-13


The past two Sundays, Jesus teaches the disciples, and us, the ways we are to live the two great commandments. Two weeks ago, the story of the Good Samaritan defines what it means to love our neighbor as ourselves--no matter who that neighbor might be.  In the gospel last week about Martha and Mary, we are reminded that any of the good we do for another must come from our being grounded in the mystery of Christ who is in each of us, and our love of God above all things.


In the reading from Genesis, Abraham and Sarah welcomed three strangers and offered them hospitality.  During their visit Sarah and Abraham learned that God would soon bless them with a son.  The strangers were actually on their way to the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah.  Their task was destruction. Both cities had become so evil they were an abomination to God. The nephew of Sarah and Abraham was a man named Lot.  He had grown up in the house of Abraham and Sarah.  He knew the ways that were pleasing to God.  He had been taught how to observe the law, to be hospitable to strangers, to care for the orphans and widows.  These were the ways he knew.  But he moved away from Sarah and Abraham.  He became a resident of Sodom. He forgot the ways he learned as a youth.  He became part of the in crowd of the city. Meir Tamari, a Jewish writer, businessman, and economist has this to say about the sin of Sodom and Gomorrah.  The sin was Economic Egoism. The people of Sodom and Gomorrah were insatiable in their greed and desire for wealth and possessions.  Anyone begging for money or bread was a potential threat.  These threats, coming from those “kind of people” must be eliminated.  Strangers were no longer welcome.  Anyone poor or powerless was fair game for abuse and/or humiliation.  Only the wealthy were welcome as a guest in Sodom. This was behavior that was completely at odds with the way the people of the covenant were to live. Instead, they were living the line made so famous by Gordon Gecko in the movie, Wallstreet, “Greed is good.” Some people in our country are trying very hard to emulate that behavior.  Tax cuts are good, immigration is bad, war is good, and health care for everyone is bad. Find the cheapest way to make goods, sell them at profit and let the poor figure out how to live on their own. There are many companies and industries around the world taking their cues from the greed culture of Sodom.  The whole society around Lot had become tainted.  Is this the blueprint for our future?  Will we someday have to ask God to save the city if there are only 50 people working for justice?  How about if there are only 30 people working for equality?  And what if there are only 10 working for peace?

We might look at Luke’s gospel for a plan to combat this culture trying to envelope us all in Economic Egoism and isolationism. Many scriptural scholars consider this pericope to be original ideas and words of Jesus.  There are three parts to the reading.  First, there is the actual prayer, then the anecdote about the neighbor’s insistent knocking, and finally God’s unlimited promise to us about asking, seeking and knocking.


In what has become known as the Lord’s Prayer, we see a brief summary of the teachings of Jesus:  We are in such a close relationship with God, that we may call God “Abba;” God is good and holy; God is in charge, the reign of God is here; God will take care of every need we have, every day; and finally, God forgives us in the same way we forgive each other. This gives us the power to make things different for our society and world.  But we are the ones who must do it by both action and prayer.

The story in the second part of the gospel--the man needing something from his neighbor in the middle of the night--connects this gospel to the hospitality previously noted. In both Luke and Genesis, a neighbor has a right to expect help when in need.  If the person being asked for help refuses, the shame comes on that house and upon the whole village because the stranger is being denied the help needed. In a sermon on this gospel, Martin Luther King challenged churches to stop “sleeping behind closed and locked doors when the world came begging for the bread of justice.  That cry for justice seems louder and more persistent in today’s world than 50 years ago during the life of Dr. King.
One song reminds us,” Awake from your slumber, Arise from your sleep. Let us build the city of God.”

The final section of the gospel Jesus promises that all of our needs will be provided by God.   We must ask in order to receive; we must knock before a door will be open.  God will not ignore our requests; God will not leave us out in the dark begging. But it also means we have to do something to make things change.  We can’t sit back and pray that the world will become better.  Through prayer, we will be changed, no God. We can then become agents of change.  So, if we are asking for a peaceful world, we will get it because we will become peaceful; if we seek a just world we will find it, because through our prayer, God will help us become more just; and if we are knocking on the door for equality for all and freedom for all, through prayers, we will be led and guided to work for freedom and equality for everyone.


Through his life and preaching, Jesus has assured us that God will be with even one just or peaceful or all-loving person. What if you are the only one? Imagine what we can do together.
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